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47 Gideon s Sacrifice
early 1650s, oil on canvas, 
128 x  94 (503/s x 37). Private 
collection
Inscription
False signature at the lower 
left: Rem brandt./. 1 (6?)
Provenance
Art market, Rome 1995 (as 
Savoldo)
A S  D E S C R I B E D  I N  T H E  B O O K  OF  
Judges (6 :11-21), an angel one day appeared 
to Gideon, the youngest son o f an Israel­
ite farmer, as he sat under an oak tree at 
O phrah. Told that the Lord wanted him  
to rescue his people from  their enemies, 
G ideon dem urred and asked for a sign 
o f G o d ’s favor. He prepared an offering 
o f a young goat and unleavened cakes, 
then presented his gifts to the angel, who 
directed him  to place them on a rock: 
“W ith the tip o f his sta ff... the angel o f the 
Lord  touched the meat and the unleav­
ened bread. Fire flared from  the rock, con­
sum ing the meat and the bread.”
This impressive canvas, unknow n to 
scholars until recently, turned up on the 
art market in Rom e in 1995 as a w ork by 
the Italian Renaissance painter Savoldo. A  
tentative attribution to Ja n  Lievens by the 
present owner w as confirm ed by  W erner 
Sum owski, who dated the painting to the 
early 1650s.1 Lievens com bined elements 
in this painting from different periods 
o f his career. The full-bearded Gideon is 
rem iniscent o f the kneeling Abraham  in
two depictions o f the Sacrifice o f Isaac 
from the 1630s (see cat. 4 1 and W heelock 
fig. 17), as are the heavy folds in the drap­
ery o f Gideon s robe .2 Yet the restrained 
gestures and muted emotions o f the 
participants as well as the sophistication 
o f the color schem e— w ith its contrast 
between the flam ing red o f the angel’s 
drapery and the silvery shim m er o f G ide­
on’s garment —  point to the 1650s. This 
dating is supported by the angel’s elegant, 
almost classical facial type, comparable 
to figures in Lievens’ m ythological and 
allegorical paintings o f the 1650s, includ­
ing the companions in D iana at the Hunt 
o f 1654 at Potsdam  (Neues Palais). Trees 
with sim ilar trunks and foliage can be 
found in other landscapes that Lievens 
painted in the 1650s, including A  Wood­
land Walk in Edinburgh .3
Gideon’s sacrifice is rarely seen in 
seventeenth-century Dutch art, and most 
known depictions o f the subject are by 
artists associated w ith Rem brandt in the 
1640s. Ferdinand B ol painted his version 
in 1641, followed b y at least three paintings 
and a num ber o f drawings by Gerbrand 
van den Eeckhout.4 Despite his modest 
fam ily background, Gideon appears in
Lievens’ painting clothed in elegant fabric 
decorated w ith a pattern o f yellow  golden 
flames that correspond to the flames 
engulfing the burnt offering before him.
This is the only known painting o f 
Gideon b y Lievens, thus it is likely the 
same one mentioned in a document 
related to financial transactions between 
Lievens and H erm an Becker, an A m ster­
dam shipping merchant who was also a 
m oneylender.5 Becker counted a number 
o f artists among his debtors, including 
Lievens and Rembrandt, and he was w ill­
ing to accept paintings as pledges for the 
loans. Betw een M ay 1667 and O ctober 
1668 Lievens borrowed 400 guilders, 
using four paintings as security, one o f 
them identified as a “Gideon .”6 W hen 
Becker died in 1678, an inventory o f his 
possessions included 231 paintings,7 but 
Gideon was not among the six paintings 
by Lievens in the list. Thus the artist was 
apparently able to redeem this painting by 
paying back that debt, v  M
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